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I. Introduction 
 
This paper will explore various methods of evaluating student participation in 
a second language (L2) class in Japan. The researcher’s original evaluation process 
will first be described before identifying issues deemed problematic. The general 
design of this paper will follow a self-study action research report involving 
exploration of reflections, literature, and third party opinion. This range of data 
then informs epistemological and ontological stances as well as alternative 
approaches to evaluating classroom participation. The described triangulation 
method contributes to the proposal of four options that can be either applied in 
different classes for further investigation or presented to students at the initial 
stages of a semester for feedback and immediate implementation. Such 
approaches are specifically intended for the researcher’s classes; however, some 
drawn conclusions apply to other classroom contexts at the institution under 
investigation, and possibly others in Japan and beyond. The following report aims 
to elucidate how self-study action research allowed the investigator to apply 
methodology to a transformative process, hopefully resulting in positive and 
sustainable change in the classroom.  
 
II. Professional Context and the Practice-Based Problem 
 
The semester has ended so yesterday I got on my computer to figure out final 
scores for all my cross-cultural studies classes. I already posted their 
presentation grades in Excel so the only thing left was to decide on their 
participation scores. I had the participation rubric to guide my evaluation, 
but found myself basing scores on gut feeling about how much each student 
contributed to classmates’ understanding by actively contributing to whole 
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class discussions. In some cases, I tweaked participation score so their final 
score might better reflect classroom achievement, as I saw it. (Andrew, 19 
July 2014) 
 
This passage from the researcher’s personal journal is one of many that 
provided data to the action research project discussed in this paper. This particular 
excerpt adequately summarizes a concern that exists in the professional context of 
the author. As an instructor of language and world culture at a large university in 
Japan, the researcher teaches various classes aimed at students who want to 
improve English language proficiency and intercultural competence. In this action 
research project, the author focuses on one of the few areas of evaluation which 
instructors are often given a high degree of interpretive autonomy and freedom: 
the assessment of student participation. The Language Center (LC) of the 
institution under investigation delineates that all instructors who teach courses 
within the LC must dedicate at least 30% of a student’s total grade to participation, 
thus making participation assessment an area of potential actionable change and 
improvement. This participation grade is supposed to follow a rubric, yet the 
existing guidelines remain highly subjective to the instructor and his or her 
cross-cultural interpretations. The rubric, established by non-Japanese 
instructors within the LC, defines ‘excellent’ participation as follows: 
 
 
Excellent 
90 - 100 
 
1. You speak only English in class  
2. You volunteer to speak in every class 
3. You are always prepared for class (you have your homework 
completed, your textbook, papers & a pen) 
4. You are energetic and enthusiastic in class 
5. You offer your opinion frequently 
6. You ask many relevant questions 
7. You share work with people in your group equally 
Figure 1.1 - Language Center participation rubric 
 
The researcher identified a likelihood that instructors might assign arbitrary 
scores at the end of the semester that do not properly represent efforts made by 
students throughout the semester as a whole. Evidence of this is seen in the 
author’s journal snippet at the beginning of this paper. An instructor’s 
interpretation of student participation could be influenced by multiple factors. 
First, if classroom tasks are completed in small groups of students, as is often the 
case in language classes, selective exposure could manifest where the instructor 
only recognizes active participation by those who are in near proximity or who 
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choose to address the instructor personally. Second, the rubric (see figure 1.1) was 
designed by English as a Foreign Language (EFL) instructors from Western 
countries, meaning that cross-cultural incongruities might emerge that reflect a 
Western standard of participation. Finally, bias might play a role in evaluation, 
especially if instructors give higher scores to students who offer opinions that are 
more in line with the instructor’s beliefs or their interpretation of the Western 
standard. It is troubling that participation scores might be adjusted at the end of 
the semester making final grades reflect the level of achievement throughout the 
course, solely through the lens of the instructor. Considering the nature of 
language class content, being focused on ‘English culture’ and intercultural 
phenomena, this paper will attempt to address the following research question: 
 
How do language instructors establish a method of evaluating participation that 
better reflects fairness and the students’ international-oriented goals?  
 
The international component of this question was added due to the recent 
trend of Japanese universities, such as the institution under investigation, to 
strongly encourage and support the transformation of students into world citizens 
through activities such as study abroad (Burgess, Gibson, Klaphake, & Selzer, 
2010; Ninomiya, Knight, Watanabe, 2009; Kudo & Hashimoto, 2011). With 
significant financial capital being funneled into the universities from the Japanese 
government for the purposes of internationalization, the LC might consider 
whether participation standards should follow a Western, Japanese, or hybrid 
structure. Answering this question would have immediate implications on the 
researcher’s classroom and students, but the discussion can be extended to other 
higher education contexts so students might be placed in a better position to 
succeed in the classroom, during sojourns abroad, and in cross-cultural 
interactions. Through the following sections, the research methodology and 
analysis will be presented that led to a shift in the ontological and epistemological 
stances of the researcher. 
 
III. Methodology and Collection of Data 
 
To answer the research question, the author employed a self-study action 
research approach involving triangulation of reflective journaling, investigation of 
past studies, and critical Socratic friends (McNiff & Whitehead; Bullough & 
Pinnegar, 2001; Schuck and Russell, 2005). The research was conducted over a 
10-week period and it adhered to a modified version of McNiff and Whitehead’s 
(2005) action-reflection cycle (see figure 1.2). The most notable difference between 
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the applied model and McNiff and Whitehead’s is the absence of direct observation 
and action. Being a self-study guided by reflection and research, the author ’s 
adaptation considers only hypothetical action and how this might be evaluated 
and received by various stakeholders, such as students and administrators (see 
figure 1.3). This seems like an acceptable approach since the intention is to 
identify best practices that can be implemented in classroom curriculum.  
 
  
 
            Figure 1.2 - Action-reflection cycle    Figure 1.3 - Researcher’s adaptation of the cycle 
 
The researcher’s personalized action-reflection cycle is based on journaling 
and then reinforced and contested with third party contributions and literature. 
The journaling method in self-studies has been employed to answer questions that 
are similar to the one presented in this study, that is, more reflective in nature 
with intentions to better understand an event for future sustainable change. 
Examples include Hu and Smith (2011), who compare cultural perspectives in 
first-year teaching experiences and Ortlipp (2008), who specifically examines the 
effectiveness of reflective journals as a form of qualitative data. Additionally, 
McNiff and Whitehead (2005) suggest taking advantage of critical friends to help 
establish validity and legitimacy. Critical friends are described as those who are 
involved in the research experience by asking engaging and stimulating questions 
while challenging notions of the researcher (Schuck & Russell, 2005). The 
researcher identified and utilized two employees of the research setting who 
played the critical friend role: a colleague who also teaches in the LC and a 
Japanese citizen who works in administration. These two individuals, who work in 
different capacities at the research setting, were chosen since it was believed that 
their contributions would provide both a cultural and professional balance in the 
data.  
 
Before applying lessons learned from other studies, theory was identified that 
would drive the research practices involved in this research project. Equipped with 
1) Observe 
2) reflect 
3) act 
4) 
evaluate 
5) 
modify 
6) move in new 
directions 
1) reflect 
2) 
research 
3) 
challeng
e and 
reinforce 
4) 
hypothet
ical 
action 
5) 
evaluate 
6) 
modify 
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the idea that “theory determines observation” (Friedman and Rogers, 2009, p. 44), 
it was important to identify theory that would drive the reflections represented in 
the researcher’s journaling. This examination of theory led to the author’s version 
of the action reflection cycle (McNiff and Whitehead, 2005), and his application of 
role duality while self-assessing evaluation practices over the last several years 
(Coghlan & Brannick, 2010). Being entrenched in roles including teacher, friend, 
counselor, and foreigner, the researcher could recognize various perspectives that 
could possibly impact and shape interpretations of evaluation and how students 
should participate in the classroom. Examination of this and other notions, such as 
contact theory (Pettigrew & Tropp, 2006), helped to undertake a deconstruction 
and reconstruction of assessment practices that will be grounded in “reasonable 
evidence” from the described triangulation method (McNiff & Whitehead, 2005, p. 
69).  
 
As a final step to the action research project, the approach and process was 
crosschecked using Bullough and Pinnegar’s (2001) 14 guidelines for establishing 
quality in autobiographical self-study as well as Feldman’s (2003) four suggestions 
for achieving validity. To assure that the research design did not stray from the 
foundational features of action research, the researcher conducted an analysis of 
the procedure and questioned how it satisfied the criteria of action research.  
 
IV. Literature Review 
 
As mentioned in the previous section on methodology, literature played an 
important role to crosscheck the journaling experiences, which in turn helped 
determine what may or may not count as applicable data. Based on the goals of 
this research and nature of the research question posed, literature was organized 
into the following four categories: 1) the Japanese learner, 2) study abroad 
participants as ‘self-selecting’, 3) collaboration in assessment and other options, 
and 4) reliability of self-assessment. For each category, the author logged his 
thoughts and reflections on how context might be similar and different from the 
various external studies. The next paragraph summarizes the external evidence 
for each category that both supported and countered the claims derived from the 
journal. 
 
Much has been written and opined about 1) the Japanese learner. This 
includes the student’s Confucian tendencies to defer to the instructor while 
maintaining a reserved and respectful demeanor by playing a more passive role in 
class where he or she will not speak unless spoken to (Okano, 2009, 
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Oshima-Takane & Muto, 1993). Furthermore, a sense of groupism sometimes 
manifests in ‘herd mentality’ where students will hesitate to take the lead, as 
isolating oneself and going against the status quo is discouraged (Hinenoya & 
Gatbonton, 2000; Tsuneyoshi, 1992). Since many of the researcher’s students 
intend to study abroad, it was deemed important to research aspects of 2) study 
abroad participants as ‘self selecting’. In her investigation of Australian students, 
Daly (2011) suggests that students will be more inclined and motivated to study 
abroad based on their demographic characteristics, prior experience abroad, and a 
greater tolerance for ambiguity. Since Japanese students have been loosely defined 
as risk-averse, inward thinking, and apathetic to life outside of Japan (Ota, 2011; 
Lassegard, 2013, The Hofstede Center, n.d.), it is important to reflect on the 
researcher’s students and how they might be considered as outliers compared to 
typical Japanese university students who take mandatory language classes. For 3) 
collaboration in assessment, Brookhart, Andolina, Zuza, and Furman (2004) apply 
data from 41 students to determine that continuous reflection in student 
self-assessment results in a more profound experience about monitoring progress. 
It was concluded that students experience desirable outcomes from the 
self-assessment process, which extends beyond simple understanding of targeted 
classroom skills. Walser (2009) conducted a similar study that empowered 
students with self-assessment, and results indicated ability to monitor progress; 
increased motivation to perform well; and opportunity to share thoughts with the 
instructor. From the instructor’s perspective, the approach helped to develop 
better curriculum and improved relationships with the students. One academic 
recommends abolishing participation assessment altogether since it values grades 
over actual learning (Gilson, 1994). Finally, it is important to gather evidence and 
data on 4) reliability of self-assessment. Since this research is primarily a 
self-study, an option for enacting actionable change to classroom assessment policy 
is to allow students to self-assess. Ross (2006) offers insight on student 
self-assessment and claims it to be a consistent and appropriate way to measure 
progress, which can result in higher student achievement and motivation to 
improve weaknesses in learning. As an overarching construct that effects all four 
categories, Bullough and Pinnegar (2001) offer the 14 guidelines in producing 
legitimate self-study research that have made the journaling, reflection and 
analysis more insightful and organized. The following section exploring analysis 
and outcomes will be organized into the same four categories that were used to 
distinguish different types of literature.  
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V. Analysis and Outcomes of Data 
 
5.1 The Japanese learner 
 
Assessing attendance and participation score could be a fairly black and white 
undertaking in some cultures; however, interpretation of ‘excellent’ participation 
in Japan becomes grey since there is an unwillingness to display individualistic 
behavior (The Hofstede Center, n.d.), and to speak out in front of the class to 
respond to the instructors’ comments or questions (Okano, 2009; Oshima-Takane 
& Muto, 1993). This is at odds with the mandatory LC rubric that cites ‘excellent’ 
participation as offering opinions frequently and asking many relevant questions 
(see figure 1.1). In determining the fairness of the rubric, which was developed 
exclusively by native English speakers from Western countries, the current 
research aims to identify the attitudes that prevail in the classes taught by the 
researcher. Yes, Japanese students exhibit less willingness to speak out and to 
share opinions to the class, but should this tendency be acceptable in a classroom 
where students hope to gain intercultural competences that might help them have 
more successful sojourns abroad? To help answer this question, the researcher’s 
critical friends offered insight that aligned with the following journal reflection: 
 
From my experiences teaching students who were only studying English out 
of obligation to earn mandatory credits, I could almost detect a palpable form 
of resentment to having to contribute to class discussions exclusively in 
English. Many of these students had no ambitions to study abroad and they 
contrast sharply in attitude from my current students who seem willing to 
step outside of individual comfort zones in order to become better prepared 
for student life abroad (Andrew, 28 July 2014). 
 
Both foreign language teacher and Japanese administration critical friends 
agreed with the generalizations of Japanese language learners – that they tend to 
be inward thinking, risk-averse and apathetic towards life outside of Japan 
(Lassegard, 2013). They also agreed that the current LC participation rubric might 
not be suitable for these types of students; however, the students who voluntarily 
enroll in LC classes have more evolved international goals and ambitions, which 
might make the western standard of participation acceptable. This endorsement of 
the current rubric elicited more reflection on the differences amongst students who 
take LC classes, which informed the policy proposals summarized at the end of 
this report. 
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5.2 Study abroad participants as ‘self-selecting’ 
 
From reviewing the participation scores that I gave last semester, there is 
apparent correlation between success with participation grade and those 
who have spent time abroad. Is it because these students have experienced 
the foreign classroom culture where a student needs to be more aggressive 
with their opinions in order to be heard? Is it fair that these students are 
achieving to a greater extent in my class because they have been exposed to 
the style of participation expected based on the LC rubric? Should students of 
different English-speaking aptitudes and international experience be held to 
different standards and expectations? (Andrew, July 29, 2014) 
 
This entry conforms to the views of Daly (2011) about study abroad 
participants as self-selecting; however, there is a significant number of students in 
the researcher’s classes who have never been abroad but who seemingly share a 
similar degree of international posture, that is, a feeling of connectedness to the 
international community (Yashima, 2002). As mentioned in the section 
summarizing professional context, the researcher teaches students who are 
grouped based on scores of achievement tests, and this usually results in students 
with more foreign exposure being placed in higher-level classes. It seems plausible 
that those students with greater experience abroad might want a different form of 
participation evaluation than those in lower-level classes who might lack the 
experience and confidence to frequently express opinion and ideas. This revelation 
was the catalyst towards developing multiple forms of participation evaluation 
that can be offered to students for feedback and selection.  
 
5.3 Collaboration and assessment 
 
Over the course of this action research project, the researcher became more 
open to offering different assessment options to his various classes, thus reflecting 
a major ontological shift in attitude towards evaluation. Upon further reflection of 
the literature and experiences from the journal, the researcher decided to not 
restrict research outcomes as only involving ‘a collaborative process’ of 
participation assessment. It is possible that students, for various reasons, might 
be against a collaborative approach to assessment, so it does not seem justifiable to 
limit the scope of the research to a ‘one size fits all’ model. Instead, the approach 
should depend on the nature of the course as well as the L2 proficiency and 
academic goals of the students taking the class. One example involves abandoning 
the participation rubric and grade, which is supported in the literature. Subjective 
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and mandatory participation grades have been criticized for failing “to capture the 
dynamic complexity of our ever-broadening constituency”, in addition to 
potentially being subject to power abuse, bias and manipulation (Gilson, 1994, p. 
235). The provided rubric must apply to all LC courses, but considering the fluid 
nature of classes offered and the different academic goals of stakeholders, simply 
not giving a participation score seems defendable, especially if the class involves 
an area of language that is non-verbal, such as advanced writing or reading. There 
could be a route to implementing more flexible assessment structures if the 
institution considers instructors competent enough to judge their own work and 
that of their students (McNiff & Whitehead, 2005).  
 
Other options that fall in line with existing literature involve exclusive or 
joint self-evaluation (Brookhart et al., 2004; Walser, 2009). Of course, to 
successfully accomplish this, students will need to agree in the early stages of the 
semester how they will be evaluating themselves and there will be circumstances 
when instructors will not agree with the students’ self-assessment. Despite these 
negative aspects, the areas of concern highlighted earlier (selected exposure, 
cross-cultural incongruities, bias) will be controlled and students can practice 
autonomous responsibility - a skill they would need to develop during sojourns 
abroad.    
 
5.4 Reliability of self-assessment 
 
In designing the current research based on Bullough and Pinnegar’s (2001) 14 
guidelines for quality in self-study, Feldman (2003) offers four suggestions to 
ensure validity that have been integrated into the analysis of this paper. The 
researcher feels that all four recommendations are complied to. First, he believes 
he did an adequate job of explaining the data collection method and how this leads 
to data. Second, the researcher aimed to not simply juxtapose his own experiences 
with those of other researchers, but instead conducted analysis that offers a fresh 
perspective on the issue of participation assessment in his particular context. 
Third, the researcher attempted to present multiple perspectives (critical friends 
and other researchers) while not falling victim to the expert blind spot (Nathan & 
Petrosino, 2003). Finally, he hopes to encourage values of fairness while 
challenging both himself and his students to successfully reach goals and that this 
will result in positive and sustainable classroom change. 
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5.5 General analysis and outcomes 
 
The most salient points of knowledge acquired through this process of 
collecting data and evidence are that a) students in the researcher’s classes might 
not properly represent the ‘typical’ Japanese student, b) a generic assessment 
rubric may not be appropriate for students considering the range of experience and 
ambitions that they bring to the classroom, c) there is not one unanimous best 
method of participation evaluation, and d) personal bias has played a role in past 
student assessments. The triangulation approach of this research design, 
involving reflective journaling, research of parallel studies and consultation of 
critical friends has helped the researcher question and confirm practices and to 
realize that any change implemented in the classroom should not be presented as 
‘a final answer’ or even applied to other EFL classes given the unique profile of 
students taking the investigated class. That being said, the results from this study 
could have implications to others at the institution under investigation and 
possibly in other higher education contexts in Japan and beyond.  
  
VI. Conclusion and Implementation 
 
6.1 Self-study as action research 
 
This self-study satisfies key criteria of action research in that it is a first 
person study that reflects personal learning-in-action (Coughlin & Brannick, 2005). 
Data was based on the researcher’s professional context and can be related to 
personal development in the organization. Before conducting the research, the 
author planned and hoped to identify one solution to the participation evaluation 
conundrum; however, after this process, perceptions changed and the researcher 
decided to offer multiple options because of the unique and diverse makeup of the 
students being taught. Being able to identify biases and assumptions through 
journaling led to aversion of “closed shop mentality” (McNiff and Whitehead, 2005, 
p. 71) where one regurgitates and reflects the views of others. Hopefully, this 
research will improve personal practice and lead to a sustainable solution that will 
address the presented research question (Bradbury & Reason, 2003; McNiff & 
Whitehead, 2005). 
 
6.2 Possible sustainable solutions and answers to the research question 
 
To satisfy the requirement of guiding action or establishing sustainable 
solutions (Bradbury & Reason, 2003; McNiff & Whitehead, 2005), it seems 
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important to implement evaluation policy that will serve the goals of the course 
while empowering students to take responsibility of their participation assessment. 
Therefore, alternatives can be offered to students so they can decide as a group 
which form of evaluation best suits their academic ambitions. Based on the 
discussion presented in this paper, the researcher will offer a choice of four options 
to students that they can discuss as a focus or validation group (McNiff & 
Whitehead, 2005). This discussion and implementation will occur during the first 
week of the semester and constant monitoring will be integrated to measure 
effectiveness. This could be done through weekly student logs, the mid-term, and 
final class evaluations. In summary, the four options are presented as follows: 
 
1) abolish participation score in lieu of assignments, tests and classroom 
tasks 
2) continue evaluation based on existing criteria and instructor evaluation 
3) exclusive student self-assessment that will take place following every 
class  
4) balance self-assessment (#3) with teacher assessment (#2) 
Due to the limitations presented by the researcher’s professional context, the 
research question addresses a need at the micro-level of the institution under 
investigation. With the social intent of establishing an evaluation structure that 
reflects the core international requirements of the course and program, students 
might be able to experience a shift in their approaches to studying, similar to the 
evolving ontological and epistemological beliefs that the author observed 
throughout this research project. It seems viable to work on assessment reform 
with critical friends from the LC and other stakeholders of the institution who 
might comprise a community of practice (Wenger, 2000). With the body of academic 
literature growing regarding assessment of participation, instructors can 
determine what is optimal for them based on students profiles, motivations, goals, 
and expectations. The classroom context of this study might involve a group of 
outliers who do not conform to traditional student models in Japan; however, 
implications of this study can apply to other classrooms as instructors see fit.  
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